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Abolitionism, 1833-1848
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What fashioned Victor Schœlcher’s radical abolitionism? Does his 1848 demand 
for the immediate abolition of slavery and full citizenship for the formerly 
enslaved testify loyalty to universal values of the Enlightenment and the French 
Revolution? Incorporating transatlantic perspectives, this article excavates an 
unacknowledged element in the making of Schœlcher’s abolitionism by reassessing 
his ties with Haiti. As he was a passionate defender of the Haitian Revolution 
and also a very severe critic of the Republic of Haiti, the crucial components 
of his abolitionism were derived from his wrestling with these contradictions. 
Although his interaction with Haiti ultimately contributed to “Silencing the 
Haitian Revolution,” we also find an invisible but significant dialogue between 
the first emancipation and the second one in 1848, and also between metropolitan 
abolitionists and the enslaved in the colonies.
Qu’est-ce qui a façonné l’abolitionnisme radical de Victor Schœlcher ? Le fait qu’il 
ait revendiqué, en 1848, l’abolition immédiate de l’esclavage et la citoyenneté 
complète pour les esclaves affranchis témoigne-t-il de sa fidélité aux valeurs 
universelles des Lumières et de la Révolution française ? Le présent article met 
au jour un élément méconnu dans la genèse de l’abolitionnisme de Schœlcher 
en réévaluant ses liens avec Haïti dans une perspective transatlantique. Les 
éléments cruciaux de son abolitionnisme découlaient en fait de son tiraillement 
entre deux tendances contradictoires chez lui : la défense passionnée de la 
Révolution haïtienne et la critique sévère de la République d’Haïti. Bien que son 
interaction avec Haïti ait finalement contribué à « faire le silence sur la Révolution 
haïtienne », nous constatons également un dialogue invisible, mais significatif, 
entre la première émancipation et la seconde, survenue en 1848, ainsi qu’entre les 
abolitionnistes métropolitains et les esclaves dans les colonies.
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VICTOR SCHŒLCHER (1804-1893) was among the few to survive the 
upheavals of nineteenth-century French politics. From a young republican under 
the July Monarchy, he became a radical deputy of the Second Republic. When 
Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte staged a coup in 1851, he fought on the barricade and 
had to take refuge in Britain. Returning home after the fall of the Second Empire 
in 1870, the republican, now in his old age, established himself as a senator for 
life and revered doyen of the Third Republic. Besides his unwavering devotion 
to the republic through the four regimes, he is now acclaimed in the French 
national narrative as a pioneer of human rights, acknowledging his struggles for 
the abolition of slavery and capital punishment.
In his long political career, his most significant contribution was his dedication 
to the abolition of slavery, as seen in his byname, the “liberator.” He rose as one of 
the leading spokesmen for abolishing colonial slavery during the July Monarchy, 
and performed a decisive role in declaring emancipation on April 27, 1848. As 
an icon of the French antislavery movement, his legacy in French colonialism is 
undeniably significant.1
Although there were myths about Schœlcher that usually functioned to 
legitimize the colonial order, he was not characterized merely as a tamed and 
pantheonized national hero. What piqued my curiosity about Schœlcher was 
Aimé Césaire’s eulogy to him.2 What did Césaire, the father of Négritude and 
severe critic of Western colonialism, see in Schœlcher? He said, “Ainsi donc 
évoquer Schœlcher, ce n’est pas invoquer un vain fantôme. C’est rappeler à sa 
vraie fonction un homme dont chaque mot est encore une balle explosive.”3 
What Césaire admired was the mode of emancipation in 1848: Schœlcher did not 
offer the enslaved “a diminished liberty” or “a partial right” in stages but, rather, 
entire liberty with one stroke.4 According to Gary Wilder, “Césaire refused to 
1 For biographical works about Schœlcher, see Jules Rouquette, Les défenseurs de la République, 
Victor Schœlcher (Paris: Collombon et Brûlé, 1877); Télesphore Titi, Victor Schœlcher 1804-1893, Le 
philanthrope, le patriote, l’homme politique (Paris: Impr. des Ouvriers Sourds-Muets, 1904); Louis 
Bougenot, Victor Schœlcher (Paris: Editions de la Nouvelle Revue, 1921); Maurice Satineau, Schœlcher, 
héros de l’abolition de l’esclavage dans les possessions françaises (Paris: Mellottée, 1948); Léonard 
Sainville, Victor Schœlcher, 1804-1893 (Paris: Fasquelle, 1950); Henri Bangou, L’actualité du combat 
et des idées de Victor Schœlcher (Aurillac: Edition du Centre, 1973); and Alain-Philippe Blérald, “La 
problématique démocratique dans le discours abolitionniste de Victor Schœlcher: Essai de philosophie 
politique,” Revue française de science politique, vol. 38, no. 2 (1988), pp. 249-271. For more critical 
works recently published in France, consult those of Nelly Schmidt: Victor Schœlcher et l’abolition de 
l’esclavage (Paris: Fayard, 1994); Victor Schœlcher en son temps (Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 1998); 
and Abolitionnistes de l’esclavage et réformateurs des colonies, 1820-1851 : Analyse et documents (Paris: 
Karthala, 2000). Anne Girollet also produced several works from legal perspectives: Victor Schœlcher, 
abolitionniste et républicain (Paris: Karthala, 2000); “L’abolitionnisme de Victor Schœlcher, un humanisme 
mâtiné de colonialisme et de moralisme,” Cahiers d’histoire, vol. 44, no. 3 (1999), pp. 415-432; and “Les 
quatre vieilles colonies : La dialectique de l’assimilation et du principe de la départementalisation chez 
Victor Schœlcher,” in Marcel Dorigny, ed., Esclavage, résistances et abolitions (Paris: CTHS, 1999). For a 
full list of the sources and works about Schœlcher published before 2000, see the bibliography in Girollet, 
Victor Schœlcher, abolitionniste et républicain, pp. 357-389.
2 Among many, see Aimé Césaire, “Victor Schœlcher et l’abolition de l’esclavage,” in Victor Schœlcher, 
Esclavage et colonisation, ed. Émile Tersen (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1948), pp. 1-28; and 
“Hommage à Victor Schœlcher” & “Commémoration du centenaire de l’abolition de l’esclavage” in Victor 
Schœlcher et l’abolition de l’esclavage : Suivi de trois discours (Lectoure: Capucin, 2004), pp. 53-91.
3 Césaire, “Victor Schœlcher et l’abolition de l’esclavage,” p. 27. 
4 Césaire, “Hommage à Victor Schœlcher,” p. 58.
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allow Schœlcher to be subsumed within the procedural tradition of parliamentary 
republicanism. Instead, Césaire identified him with a discredited tradition of 
revolutionary republicanism.”5 As Césaire observed, the 1848 emancipation was 
radical in two main senses: universal abolition of slavery without a British-style 
Apprenticeship or an intermediary stage, and bestowing full citizenship, including 
political rights, on the colonial people.6 It was Schœlcher who pushed for both in 
the spring of 1848.
Schœlcher was not a typical French abolitionist. Rather, he was unique 
among his peers in the French antislavery movement.7 Although he belonged 
to France’s leading liberal antislavery association, the Société française pour 
l’abolition de l’esclavage (SFAE), he kept his distance therefrom. As a radical 
republican holding an affinity with such socialists as Louis Blanc, he remained a 
minority in the SFAE. It was the February Revolution that enabled Schœlcher to 
play such a defining role in 1848. The 1848 declaration of emancipation was not 
a culmination of consistent efforts by the French antislavery movement. As with 
the first abolition of slavery in 1794 by the National Convention, it was triggered 
by revolutionary rupture. Seizing the critical opportunity, Schœlcher “essentially 
single-handedly” pushed for the immediate and universal abolition of slavery.8 
In his radicalism, Schœlcher was distinguished from his gradualist and moderate 
colleagues. So where did this come from? 
Interrogating what fashioned the “liberator,” French historiography has 
usually placed his antislavery ideas in the tradition of the Enlightenment, 
the French Revolution, republicanism, and Freemasonry. In those narratives, 
Schœlcher’s vision seems to embody the best of French universalism.9 This 
is unsurprising given the frequent use of his name to divert attention from the 
otherwise ineffectual French antislavery movement. The interpretations of Anglo-
American studies of abolitionism often emphasize the influence of leading British 
abolitionism. In his pioneering book about nineteenth-century French antislavery, 
Lawrence Jennings concludes that French antislavery, despite all its limits, built “a 
rudimentary immediatist culture” within its circle, which Schœlcher implemented 
in 1848.10 According to Jennings, that “immediatist” culture came from Britain. 
5 Gary Wilder, Freedom Time: Negritude, Decolonization, and the Future of the World (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2015), p. 119; Wilder, “Untimely Vision: Aimé Césaire, Decolonization, Utopia,” Public 
Culture, vol. 21, no. 1 (2009), pp. 101-140.
6 The British Abolition Act in 1833 set an Apprenticeship system as an intermediary stage to get the enslaved 
prepared for freedom before emancipation.
7 Antislavery denotes a general position against slavery and the slave trade, while abolitionism means 
political engagement in abolishing slavery and reorganizing colonial society in specific ways. See Marcel 
Dorigny, “Antislavery, Abolitionism, and Abolition in France from the End of the Eighteenth Century to 
the 1840s,” in Pascal Blanchard et al., eds., Colonial Culture in France since the Revolution (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2013), p. 56.
8 Laurent Dubois, “The Road to 1848: Interpreting French Anti-Slavery,” Slavery and Abolition, vol. 22, no. 
3 (2001), p. 151.
9 Most traditional studies about Schœlcher listed above are panegyric biographical works, glorifying his 
commitment to French universal values. 
10 Lawrence Jennings, French Antislavery: The Movement for the Abolition of Slavery in France, 1802-1848 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 289. “Immediatism” means a drive to abolish slavery 
immediately, in contrast to gradualism.
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However, considered from a transatlantic perspective, it becomes clear 
that Schœlcher’s abolitionism was not influenced solely by European politico-
intellectual traditions. Unlike other French abolitionists, most of whom were 
Parisian élite politicians and had never set foot in the colonies, Schœlcher often 
travelled to the Americas and Africa to compile empirical data, which invested him 
with unrivalled authority on colonial affairs. From his first business trip to Mexico, 
Cuba, and the United States in 1829-1830, he returned a determined antislavery 
advocate. It was on his next trip, to the Antilles and Haiti in 1840-1841, that 
Schœlcher became a mature abolitionist with specific visions for implementing 
emancipation. According to Nelly Schmidt, a specialist on Schœlcher, he was a 
pioneer in the comparative studies of slavery in France.11 His antislavery ideas 
became concretized and were reinforced by his observations in the overseas 
territories. 
Among the many places he visited, Haiti—the former French colony of Saint-
Domingue—became a lifelong preoccupation; Schoelcher’s final work before 
his death was a biography of Toussaint Louverture, the Black general who led 
the Haitian Revolution. His keen interest in Haiti has been noted by historians. 
Schmidt says that the history of Haiti formed “the beginning and the end of his 
work.”12 This contrasts with the well-known thesis, suggested by Michel-Rolph 
Trouillot in Silencing the Past, that the Haitian Revolution was “unthinkable” 
in the European episteme of its time.13 Deliberating on this thesis, Dale Tomich 
indicates that Schœlcher was “a splendid anomaly” who could actually “think” 
the Haitian Revolution. He argues this was made possible by Schœlcher’s 
commitment to the Enlightenment and the French Revolution.14 Nick Nesbitt 
compares Tocqueville’s conservative abolitionism to Schœlcher’s radical form, 
suggesting that their dissimilar perceptions of the Haitian Revolution might lie 
in their differing approaches to emancipation and Black subjectivity, though he 
delves no further into this suggestion. Nesbitt depicts their differences in terms 
of the contrast between Tocqueville’s compromised pragmatism and Schœlcher’s 
principled idealism.15 
Building on their works, this research undertakes to analyze this link between 
Schœlcher and Haiti from another perspective, contending that his abolitionism—
including his ability to “think” Haiti—was not merely moulded by his humanistic 
universalism. What if his antislavery project was formed by wrestling with the 
challenges posed to French observers by Haiti? As shown in prior works, it is 
true that Schœlcher, often praised as the “French Wilberforce,” was affected 
11 Schmidt, Victor Schœlcher et l’abolition de l’esclavage, p. 46.
12 Nelly Schmidt, “Un témoignage original sur Haïti au XIXe siècle : Celui de l’abolitionniste Victor 
Schœlcher,” Jaurbuch für Geschichte von Staat, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft Lateinamerikas, vol. 28 
(1991), p. 339.
13 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “Unthinkable History,” in Silencing the Past: Power and Production of History 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), pp. 70-107.
14 Dale Tomich, “Thinking the ‘Unthinkable’: Victor Schœlcher and Haiti,” Review (Fernand Braudel 
Center), vol. 31, no. 3 (2008), p. 429.
15 Nick Nesbitt, “On the Political Efficacy of Idealism: Tocqueville, Schœlcher, and the Abolition of 
Slavery,” in Aurelian Craiutu and Jeffrey America, eds., America Through European Eyes (University 
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009), pp. 91-116.
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and inspired by the well-advanced British antislavery movement. However, as 
a fierce republican, Schœlcher did not draw most of his inspiration from British 
emancipation. For him, emancipation was not a matter of Christian humanism but, 
rather, of resuscitating the republican tradition of the French Revolution. It was 
through Schœlcher’s firm belief in the universal vocation of the French Revolution 
that Haiti informed his radical antislavery, as he perceived the two revolutions to 
be closely bound together. His ardent interest in Haiti led to constant dialogue 
between past and present, that is, between the first emancipation (1794-1802) 
during the French Revolution and the second one in 1848.
We will see, below, how his knowledge and observation of Haiti contributed 
to forming his antislavery ideas. Following Susan Buck-Morss’s attempt in her 
article “Hegel and Haiti,” I suggest complicating the intellectual genealogy of 
Schœlcher’s antislavery republicanism by reassessing his ties with Haiti.16 Of 
Schœlcher’s unusually long political career, this study focuses on the period 
from the July Monarchy to the moment of emancipation in 1848. One remarkable 
element in his response to Haiti was that he criticized the Republic of Haiti 
with the same intensity and passion he employed when defending the Haitian 
Revolution. When collating his reactions to the problematic messages of Haiti’s 
past and present, we will see that his relationship with Haiti was rife with 
contradictions but rich in potential. Ultimately, Schœlcher’s “anomaly” (in the 
words of Tomich) will help us to rework and elaborate the thesis of “Silencing the 
Haitian Revolution.” 
Defending the Haitian Revolution
Born into a wealthy merchant family, the young Schœlcher grew to be a well-
educated and cultured dandy, frequenting Parisian salons and Masonic lodges and 
occasionally writing for republican journals. On his father’s request, Schœlcher 
made his first trip to the Americas in 1829-1830: the journey that converted him 
into a devoted abolitionist. In the 1830s, however, Schœlcher was not yet an 
advocate of the immediate abolition of slavery. His works in this period show 
typical gradualism, inspired by contemporary British and French antislavery 
sources.17 It was Cyrille Bissette, a “Mulatto”18 (“mûlatre”) exile from Martinique 
and self-appointed delegate of the gens de couleur libres, who first raised the issue 
in France.19 
16 Susan Buck-Morss, “Hegel and Haiti,” Critical Inquiry, vol. 26 (2000), pp. 821-865. See also Susan 
Buck-Morss, Hegel, Haiti and Universal History (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009). 
In her 2000 article, Buck-Morss provoked a series of controversies by arguing that Hegel’s master-slave 
dialectics might refer to the Haitian Revolution.
17 See Schmidt, Abolitionnistes de l’esclavage, pp. 229-236. 
18 The author and editors acknowledge the term “Mulatto” may have derogatory or pejorative connotations 
in its contemporary usage. The use of the term in this article reflects the historical specificity of the legal 
definition for people who were biracial (50% Black and 50% White) in Saint-Domingue at the time. 
19 About Bissette’s abolitionist career, see Lawrence Jennings, “Cyrille Bissette, Radical Black French 
Abolitionist,” French History, vol. 9, no. 1 (1995), pp. 48-66; Schmidt, Abolitionnistes de l’esclavage, 
pp. 247-263; and Stella Pâme, Cyrille Bissette; Le martyr de la liberté (Fort-de-France, Martinique: 
Désormeaux, 1999).
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However, in 1840, Schœlcher emerged as a vanguard of immediatism. 
Whereas the British emancipation in 1833-1834 confirmed the SFAE’s gradualism, 
as seen in the de Broglie report (1839), it triggered Schœlcher’s conversion to 
immediatism. During his trip, he observed that the apprenticeship system in 
Jamaica led to quasi-slavery and that the devices for gradual emancipation did not 
work well in the French colonies.20 However, there was another key inspiration for 
his immediatism. He was an avid reader of the history of slavery, and that history 
provided only one prominent precedent for the immediate and universal abolition 
of slavery: Haiti. 
Before the French Revolution, French Saint-Domingue, the “Pearl of the 
Antilles,” was the world’s foremost sugar producer. After a series of revolutionary 
upheavals, it declared independence from France as Haiti in 1804 to defend the 
island’s new-found liberty. The Haitian Revolution, which was usually represented 
as the bloodiest episode of the French Revolution, subsequently became a thorny 
issue for the (mostly liberal) French antislavery movement. In the words of 
Alphonse de Lamartine, chair of the SFAE, “a discouraging memory” of Saint-
Domingue was a major obstacle to emancipation as it was the favourite weapon 
of the proslavery party.21 Consequently, French antislavery liberals equivocated 
about the Haitian Revolution or tried to portray it as an exceptional instance of 
colonial violence, detached from the French Revolution that they glorified as the 
source of universal liberty. 
Schœlcher was distinguished from his colleagues by his unambiguous 
legitimation of the Haitian Revolution. It was the Haitian Revolution that 
convinced him of the possibility and necessity of immediate and universal 
abolition of slavery. In her book on British abolitionism, Gelien Matthews refutes 
the traditional thesis that rebellions by the enslaved only retarded the cause of 
abolitionism in the metropole. According to Matthews, in debating the revolts by 
the enslaved, British abolitionist leaders gradually shifted from resisting the charge 
that abolitionism instigated revolts by the enslaved to endorsing the rebellions 
as a natural human reaction to oppression. Consequently, British abolitionism 
turned toward immediate emancipation.22 In the context of French abolitionism, 
Schœlcher is one of the few examples of this transition. 
Throughout his works, Schœlcher demonstrated he was well-informed on 
the history of the Haitian Revolution. From De l’esclavage des noirs et de la 
législation coloniale, published in 1833, he acknowledged insurrections by the 
enslaved and war as proof of Blacks’ equal humanity, rather than Black barbarity, 
as proslavery spokesmen argued, or the blind eruption of revenge. He was bold 
in making clear his support of, not only the 1791 insurrection but also the war of 
independence that destroyed the Napoleonic expedition: 
20 This position is revealed in his books published after the trip in 1840-1841. See Victor Schœlcher, Des 
colonies françaises : Abolition immédiate de l’esclavage (Paris: Pagnerre, 1842); and the first volume of 
Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, résultats de l’émancipation anglaise, 2 vols. (Paris: Pagnerre, 
1843).
21 Le Bulletin de la Société française pour l’abolition de l’esclavage, vol. 1 (1835), p. 6.
22 Gelien Matthews, Caribbean Slave Revolts and the British Abolitionist Movement (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 2006), p. 57.
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À ceux qui sont de cet avis [biological racism], nous opposerons la colossale 
révolution de Saint-Domingue. Jamais le système cranologique de [Franz Joseph] 
Gall ne pourra empêcher que les Noirs n’y aient fait éclater toute la valeur, toutes 
les ressources d’esprit, tout le génie des cerveaux les mieux placés, des hommes le 
plus blancs, les plus braves et les plus civilisés. J’opposerai encore la guerre d’Haïti 
qui coûta 30,000 soldats à la République française.23 
His monograph entitled Abolition de l’esclavage (1840) offers a detailed history of 
the Haitian Revolution. In it, he lamented that even abolitionists remembered the 
revolution of Saint-Domingue only in terms of violence and massacres. Instead, 
Schœlcher depicted the Black enslaved as French patriots, who acquired liberty 
through their own brave service in fighting the enemies of the French Republic. 
It was the Whites who started the civil war and unleashed violence. Applying 
a republican analogy, he regarded the revolt by the enslaved as expressing a 
legitimate and natural right of a long-oppressed people.24 
After his trip in 1840-1841, Schœlcher published his much-acclaimed (and 
much-contested) book Colonies étrangères et Haïti in 1843, in which he presented 
a full-scale narrative of the Haitian Revolution.25 In depicting the colonial 
revolution, other French authors had usually considered the Black enslaved to be 
either an instrument of other parties or victims of sedition. For them, the roles of 
élite players were vital: the Société des amis des noirs, the first French antislavery 
society founded by Jacques Pierre Brissot; the “Mulatto” politicians who claimed 
the equal rights of free people of colour in the National Assembly; and the French 
civil commissioners (particularly Léger-Félicité Sonthonax) who first declared 
emancipation in Saint-Domingue. However, Schœlcher deemed the enslaved the 
equivalent to the revolutionary masses in the French Revolution and, thus, the true 
protagonist of the Haitian Revolution. For him, it was not the French Revolution 
but the enslaved in Saint-Domingue that imposed the agenda of emancipation and 
realized it through their own actions. Just as C. L. R. James would praise “Black 
Jacobins” one hundred years later, Schœlcher extolled “Black republicans” as the 
example of revolutionary republicanism that he considered to be the essence of 
the French Revolution.26
When Schœlcher praised enslaved Black people, he framed his analysis 
within a political dichotomy that focused on the oppressors and the oppressed. 
In so doing, he downplayed another important group involved in the Haitian 
Revolution: the free people of colour. For him, the sang-mêlés’ claim for equal 
rights was not so much a quest for liberty as the pursuit of self-interest, although 
he considered their resistance justified by the planters’ tyranny. More important to 
him was the way in which the civil war between Whites and “Mulattoes” paved 
23 Victor Schœlcher, De l’esclavage des noirs et de la législation coloniale (Paris: Paulin, 1833), republished 
in Esclavage et Colonisation, pp. 97-98.
24 Victor Schœlcher, Abolition de l’esclavage : Examen critique du préjugé contre la couleur des Africains et 
des sang-mêlés (Paris: Pagnerre, 1840), pp. 107-111.
25 The second volume of Colonies étrangères et Haïti is about Haiti. 
26 C. L. R. James, Black Jacobins: Toussaint L’Ouverture and the San Domingo Revolution, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1989).
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the way for the Black enslaved to enter the colonial revolution. He believed that, 
as observed in the French Revolution, the privileged groups unintentionally acted 
as a catalyst for a battle for liberty that could not be contained:
 
Lorsqu’on médite sur les causes de la révolution de Saint-Domingue, il est facile de 
reconnaître que les blancs eux-mêmes en furent les premiers instigateurs. Excités à 
l’indépendance par 89, ils devinrent les instrumens de l’émancipation des mulâtres, 
comme ceux-ci devinrent ensuite les instrumens de la délivrance des esclaves. Ce 
sont des échos de liberté qui se répètent indépendamment de la volonté de ceux qui 
en jettent le cri sublime.27 
Referring to the period after the insurrection of the enslaved in 1791, Schœlcher’s 
narrative ceases to vindicate the free-coloureds’ resistance against White supremacy 
and devalues their armed struggle as a nuisance in Toussaint Louverture’s heroic 
efforts to secure emancipation and bring peace to the island.28 
Moreover, insurrection in Saint Domingue made clear the urgent necessity 
of the immediate abolition of slavery. In his 1842 book on French colonies, 
Schœlcher presented, what was then, the recent colonial history unfolding through 
a series of revolts organized by the enslaved in which the memories of Saint-
Domingue reverberated. He regards revolt and terror as a natural condition of any 
colonial society under slavery, he wrote: 
 
Les esclaves comprennent. Et les colons le savent bien. L’esclavage est un volcan 
prêt à ébranler leur société, comme ces feux souterrains qui font encore trembler 
les terres. Oui, vous le savez, vous vivez dans l’inquiétude tout en ne voulant point 
avouer vos craintes, le mot liberté vous fait frémir, la terreur est à l’ordre du jour sur 
l’émancipation … vous êtes en péril.29
In a petition for the immediate abolition of slavery presented in 1844, he defined 
slavery as “a state of violence”; therefore, “it is impossible that it does not 
accompany terrible violence.”30 In contrast to the proslavery strategy, Schœlcher 
offered another vision of the Haitian Revolution; he showcased the peril of 
not liberating the enslaved. The choice, as he presented it, was between the 
emancipation of the enslaved or the risk of perishing in their imminent revolts. 
This became a leitmotiv in his discourse in the 1840s. 
If this insurrection demonstrated the necessity of immediately abolishing 
slavery to Schœlcher, then the regime of Toussaint Louverture confirmed his 
belief that this was a viable option. According to Schœlcher, despite slavery being 
abolished in Saint-Domingue without any preparation, Louverture demonstrated 
that Blacks were “civilizable” and emancipation could lead to new prosperity. 
The Black general’s administrative genius was indisputable evidence against 
27 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 91.
28 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 124.
29 Schœlcher, Des colonies françaises, p. 375.
30 Victor Schœlcher, De la pétition des ouvriers pour l’abolition immédiate de l’esclavage (Paris: Pagnere, 
1844), p. 18.
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colour prejudice; he brought peace to the island, reconstructed sugar plantations 
by organizing labour, and reestablished social relations destroyed by civil wars. 
Schœlcher praised Louverture’s attempt to reconstruct the labour regime for 
the sugar plantation system as a civilizing process, but criticized the repressive 
measures to bind the formerly enslaved to plantations. For Schœlcher, the fate of 
Louverture, whom he often called “violent civilizer,” betrayed a tragic irony of 
history: “Malheureusement c’est d’un bras de fer que l’ancien esclave [Louverture] 
reconstruit la société coloniale; le despotisme est l’instrument dont il se sert pour 
produire tant de bien.”31 Louverture, a man born under slavery, knew nothing but 
despotism for implementing liberty, and it alienated him from the Black masses, 
leading to his fall in 1802. 
Denouncing the Republic of Haiti
After gaining independence, Haiti suffered from the impact of further civil wars, 
international isolation, the rule of dictatorship, and poverty. As the plantation 
system disintegrated, sugar production was replaced by self-sufficient farming 
and small-scale coffee production.32 Haiti’s situation after 1804 perplexed French 
abolitionists. Whereas the proslavery party enthusiastically attributed the fall of 
sugar production in Haiti to the inherent laziness of people of African descent, 
abolitionists anxiously observed Haiti expecting that the new-born nation would 
demonstrate all the promise of emancipation and the capability of Blacks. 
Unfortunately, political instability in Haiti dealt a terminal blow to the waning 
belief in Haiti’s antislavery vocation. After more than 20 years of authoritarian 
rule, President Boyer was removed by a coup in 1843, followed by a further series 
of revolts and civil wars. One by one, the former (self-styled) “patrons” of Haiti, 
including François-André Isambert, the liberal leader of the SFAE, turned their 
back on the country.33 
Schœlcher also withdrew his support for Haiti, but his response to Haiti’s 
supposed “failure” differed from others’: rather than being induced to drop the 
issue, he turned to pondering the conditions for “second emancipation,” that is, 
the task of building a postemancipation society. His inquiry into Haiti exceeded 
that of any French or British abolitionist.34 The vast library he left behind, part of 
31 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 128.
32 There is an increasing number of books on the sociopolitical history of post-1804 Haiti. Among many, 
see David Nicholls, From Dessalines to Duvalier: Race, Colour and National Independence in Haiti 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979); Alex Dupuy, Haiti in the World Economy: Class, 
Race, and Underdevelopment since 1700 (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1989); Michel-Rolph Trouillot, 
Haiti, State Against Nation: The Origins and Legacy of Duvalierism (New York: Monthly Review Press, 
1990); Laurent Dubois, Haiti: The Aftershock of History (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2012); Alyssa 
Sepinwall, ed., Haitian History: New Perspectives (New York: Routledge, 2012); and Karen Salt, The 
Unfinished Revolution: Haiti, Black Sovereignty and Power in the 19th-Century Atlantic World (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2019). About Franco-Haitian relations after 1804, see Jean-François Brière, 
Haïti et la France, 1804-1848 : Le rêve brisé (Paris: Karthala, 2008).
33 Under the Bourbon Restoration, Isambert participated in the defence of President Boyer in the French 
court. Since then, he was regarded as a friend of the Haitian governing circle. See François-André Isambert 
et al., Consultation pour S. Exc. le Président de la République d’Haïti Jean-Pierre Boyer (Paris: E. 
Duverger, 1827).
34 Schmidt, “Un témoignage original sur Haïti,” p. 328. 
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which is now preserved in the Bibliothèque nationale de France, testifies to his 
keen interest in Haitian affairs.35 
In the 1830s, Schœlcher took a positive view of Haiti. In his book Abolition 
de l’esclavage, originally presented as a monograph in 1837, he includes a section 
entitled “The Negroes in the civilized regime of Haiti” as evidence of the equal 
capability of African descendants.36 Against the colonial party’s claim that the 
state of Haiti proves “Negroes are uncivilizable,” he cautiously pleads that the 
cause of Haiti is not lost for good. Schœlcher depicts Haiti as a nation crippled and 
handicapped by the onerous legacies of slavery: 
 
Mais quel pays, quelle race a donc fait en trente ans les progrès qu’on demande ? … 
Oublie-t-on que Saint-Domingue, laissé libre en 1804, mais bouleversé, ruiné, 
dévasté, redoutant toujours une nouvelle descente, eut les plus grandes difficultés à 
vaincre pour réparer les maux de l’invasion ?37 
At this time, Schœlcher’s opinion was compatible with the argument of his 
friend Simon Linstant, a “Mulatto” citizen of Haiti who beat him in the SFAE’s 
monograph competition in 1837. Linstant urged that Haiti should be given more 
time to mature and civilize itself.38 
Schœlcher abandoned such defence of Haiti after his trip to the island in 1841.39 
That was a critical moment for him, and also for French abolitionists. Despite the 
quintessential importance of Haitian references in the French antislavery debate, 
they never saw the island in person. The book Schœlcher published after this 
trip, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, attracted great praise, yet provoked extensive 
disputes. 
As his ship neared the capital city, Cap-Haïtien (formerly Cap-Français, 
once known as the “Paris of the Antilles”), he trembled with both excitement and 
anxiety:
 
Le lecteur qui a lu l’aperçu historique qui vient d’être tracé est pour ainsi dire 
initié aux sentimens qui m’animaient lorsque j’abordai en Haïti; je désirais, 
j’espérais, je craignais. A mesure que le vaisseau pénétrait dans la grande rade du 
Cap, j’étais saisi d’une sorte d’inquétudc toujours croissante; j’allais voir le premier 
peuple nègre civilisé. C’était la race africaine prenant son rang au milieu de la 
civilisation qui allait m’apparaître. Trouverai-je ce qu’on vient de me répéter sous 
toutes les formes dans les colonies françaises : désordre et barbarie ? Les Haïtiens 
donneront-ils raison à ceux qui les disent incivilisables ? Leur condition pourrait-
elle ébranler ma foi dans la perfectibilité de toutes les races humaines ? Cette île, 
35 There is a collection of Schœlcher papers at the department of manuscripts of the Bibliothèque nationale 
de France (hereafter BNF). Among them, NAF 3633 (Haiti) contains 122 papers. These documents cover 
diverse themes about Haiti from the Haitian Revolution to the political situation of Haiti in the 1830s. 
36 Schœlcher, Abolition de l’esclavage, pp. 112-115.
37 Schœlcher, Abolition de l’esclavage , p. 112. 
38 Simon Linstant, Essai sur les moyens d’extirper les préjugés des blancs contre la couleur des Africaines et 
des sang-mêlés (Paris: Pagnerre, 1841), pp. xii-xiii.
39 About this trip, see Schmidt, “Un témoignage original sur Haïti”; his letters in Nelly Schmidt, ed., La 
correspondance de Victor Schœlcher (Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 1995), pp. 109-113; and Dubois, 
Haiti, pp. 112-127.
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où l’émancipation a eu ses plus terribles et ses plus beaux triomphes, que dira-t-
elle pour moi ? Que m’inspirera-t-elle ? Le premier pas que l’on fait dans Haïti a 
quelque chose d’effrayant, surtout pour un abolitioniste.40
His anticipation swiftly became complete disappointment. What struck him 
first was the disappearance of French Saint-Domingue’s urban infrastructure. 
He defined Haiti as, generally, a ruin. Where had once splendid cities gone? He 
deplores, “Cap-Haïtien is nothing but a skeleton of Cap-Français.”41 Gonaives, 
the city containing the great history of Toussaint Louverture, now resembled “a 
city on the African shore.”42 To his eyes, prestigious politicians lived in simple 
residences, and common people resided in huts. The roads were destroyed 
and neglected, obstructing transportation. Here, he inadvertently betrayed his 
nostalgia for the legendary prosperity of Saint-Domingue. Yet he also accepted 
its destruction as an inevitable consequence of tyranny. What infuriated him was 
the lack of reconstruction: “la liberté, avec toutes ses forces, ne puisse même 
remplir les ruines de l’esclavage; et les nations étonnées, en apprenant que telle 
est l’image de la république toute entière, demandent compte à la jeune Haïti de 
l’ancienne Saint-Domingue.”43 Haiti seemed characterized by a lapse or stasis; 
the island was “a rickety child whose growth was not attained.”44 Every line on 
Haiti conveys his bewilderment, resentment, and anger at what should have been 
the glorious example of liberty. He used the trip to examine what caused such a 
disappointing state of affairs in Haiti.
Schœlcher blamed President Boyer and the “Mulatto” élites around him. 
According to his observations, as all the power was concentrated in Boyer 
himself, the dictator should be held solely responsible for all the miseries in Haiti. 
He described a society dissolved by fears of tyranny, in which citizens were too 
terrified and demoralized to raise their voice for public issues. In particular, he 
concentrated his anger on the lack of public education: “On pourrait résumer le 
gouvernement d’Haïti en deux lignes de son budget, l’armée absorbe 2 millions 
de gourdes, l’instruction publique en prend 1,200 !!!”45 He insisted that the lack 
of education was core to Boyer’s plan for perpetuating dictatorship: the president 
was intentionally and methodically neglecting public education because he knew 
“an uneducated man cannot become an intelligent citizen.”46 
During the trip, Schœlcher was introduced to Hérard Dumesle, a “Mulatto” 
politician and poet who was leading the liberal opposition to President Boyer. 
From him, Schœlcher obtained much information about corruption and abuses of 
power committed by the government.47 He also consulted the Haitian opposition 
40 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 171.
41 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 172.
42 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 175.
43 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 172.
44 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 181.
45 Schmidt, La correspondance de Victor Schœlcher, p. 112.
46 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, pp. 199-200.
47 Dumesle’s work, Voyage dans le Nord d’Haïti (1824), influenced Schœlcher’s book. Dumesle gave his 
memoire (“Haiti en 1839”) to Schœlcher, asking for a testimony against Boyer’s dictatorship in Europe. 
“Haiti en 1839” is preserved in the BNF manuscript collection NAF 3633 (Haiti). About Dumesle, see 
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journals, such as Le Patriote and Le Manifeste. It was inevitable that his opinion 
somewhat reflected that of Dumesle, especially the view that Haiti was petrified 
by tyranny.
The most controversial part of his Haitian discourse was diagnosing distorted 
race relationships as the underlying cause of the country’s situation. He charged 
Boyer’s despotic regime with intentionally suppressing the Black majority in 
ignorance and indolence to preserve the “Mulattoes”’ oligarchy over them. He 
labeled the latter “the yellow faction” who exploited “the Black people.”48 He 
regarded “Mulattoes” as a caste that reacted to the overthrow of the white-skin 
aristocracy in the Haitian Revolution by erecting the aristocracy of yellow skin. 
His solution was to replace the oligarchy with the governance of real 
“people,” that is, the Black masses. He suggested that “a normal government” in 
Haiti should comprise representatives of the majority of the population, that is, 
“a Black government,” arguing that the republic is nothing if not the governance 
by all.49 For the salvation of the republic, he anticipated the coming of another 
Toussaint Louverture, saying “Let a Negro come and everything will change.”50 
He was outraged that the Haitian government cultivated the official cult of 
“Mulatto” leaders of the Haitian Revolution, such as Vincent Ogé, André Rigaud, 
and Alexandre Pétion, usurping the place that Schœlcher reserved only for his 
greatest hero, Louverture. He exclaimed, “Of all the countries of the earth, it is in 
Haiti that Toussaint is the least honored!”51
However, he was also keenly conscious of a potential danger in criticizing 
Haiti. He feared that his testimonies might be abused to justify the proslavery 
argument that Blacks could not work without slavery; this is exactly what 
happened after the publication of his book. For this reason, Schœlcher repeatedly 
distinguished the deteriorating condition of Haiti as a separate issue from the innate 
character of African descendants. Indeed, he was moved by the hospitality of the 
Black masses during his trip. He argued that Haitians have good dispositions and 
“the rest is the work of education.”52 He contrasted their good nature with what he 
characterized as the “Mulattoes”’ class traits: ambitious, debauched, and selfish. 
He described his new “Mulatto” friend, Dumesle, as belonging to the yellow class 
but possessing the “character of a true Negro.”53
Bissette, another immediatist abolitionist and representative of free people of 
colour, was so incensed by this polemic that he produced several full-length books 
and pamphlets against Schœlcher’s books on the French Antilles and Haiti.54 
Dubois, Haiti, pp. 89-133; and Doris Y. Kadish and Deborah Jenson, eds., Poetry of Haitian Independence 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2015). 
48 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 219.
49 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 241.
50 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 241.
51 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 226.
52 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 176.
53 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 315.
54 See Cyrille Bissette, Réfutation du livre de M. Victor Schœlcher, intitulé Des colonies françaises (Paris: A.-
T. Breton, 1843); Lettre à M. V. Schœlcher of October 18, 1843 (Paris: Ébrard, 1843); Deux mots sur une 
note de M. V. Schœlcher (Paris: Ébrard, 1843); Déclaration de M. Bissette au sujet de sa dernière brochure 
81
Their feud disturbed the small circle of French abolitionists in the mid-1840s.55 
Bissette considered the Haitian Revolution an accomplishment made possible by 
the leadership of gens de couleur libres, and took great pride in Haiti as the only 
nation where “his people” ruled. He regarded “Mulattoes” as the natural leaders 
of the enslaved because the former were civilized prior to the revolution. Above 
all, he criticized Schœlcher’s preoccupation with the old racial categories that 
emancipation had made meaningless, reducing complex sociopolitical problems 
to a racial conflict. He argued that such a statement risked recreating the very 
colour divisions it intended to rectify.56 
Here, Schœlcher and Bissette reflect the ambiguities of racial definition 
in post-independence Haiti. In his republican analogy, Schœlcher projected an 
idealized image of the “people” onto the Black masses, while not hiding his 
aversion to the “Mulatto” class as a potential oppressor. Bissette was justified in 
criticizing Schœlcher’s reiteration of denigrating racial stereotypes of “Mulattoes”, 
drawn mostly from planters’ writings.57 Here, it was not the republican Schœlcher 
but rather Bissette who negated identity-based politics and praised the power 
of emancipation to eliminate old racial divisions. However, at the same time, 
Bissette’s idea of Haiti as a raceless society denied the Black masses’ initiative in 
the Haitian Revolution and made it impossible to address actual socioeconomic 
inequality between “Mulattoes” and Blacks.
From his observations, Schœlcher concluded that liberty unaccompanied 
by a civilizing process is merely another form of slavery. With respect to the 
formerly enslaved of Haiti, he said, “Il était autrefois esclave du fouet, on l’a 
rendu esclave de la paresse et de la misère; les maîtres l’opprimaient par la force, 
le gouvernement l’opprime par la dépravation. Il a bien affranchi son corps, mais 
on n’a pas affranchi son âme.”58 The concept of civilization was central to his 
evaluation of Haiti. Observing the cities of Haiti, he was mostly dismayed by 
the lack of what he regarded as evidence of civilization: urban structure, public 
monuments, refined buildings, museums, and market streets. Critiquing such an 
attitude, Linstant sarcastically pointed out that Frenchmen tend to regard any 
society without a wide boulevard or an opera house as savage or barbarian.59 For 
Schœlcher, however, it is not merely a matter of European cultural prejudice: 
lack of communication, commerce, and transportation means the fragmentation 
sur l’ouvrage de M. Schœlcher (Paris: Ébrard, 1843); and Réfutation du livre de M. V. Schœlcher sur Haïti 
(Paris: Ébrard, 1844). 
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of society. In this setting, political communication becomes impossible, leading 
to tyranny.60
There was one conviction about civilization that he shared with most French 
commentators, both proslavery and antislavery: the fall of sugar production in 
Haiti was an unmistakable mark of failure. Although virtually every ruler of 
Haiti tried to restore its sugar plantation system, Haitian cultivators tenaciously 
resisted all such attempts, choosing to remain smallholding peasants. Schœlcher 
did not entirely oppose the smallholding farming system. He had seen cases of the 
successful allotment of land in British Jamaica, and deliberated on promoting it 
after emancipation. However, the poor progress of Haitian industry and commerce, 
in such stark contrast to the prosperity of colonial Saint-Domingue, deeply 
disconcerted him. He lamented that the Haitians reverted to what he described as a 
“barbarous” or “primitive” lifestyle. Despite their low standard of living, a certain 
sense of contentment was discernible in Haitians, but Schœlcher dismissed it as 
“primitive simplicity.” He encapsulated Haiti’s “fatal impasse” as follows: “Les 
cultivateurs haïtiens, à la honte de leurs chefs, ont à peine dépassé le point où les 
avait laissés la servitude. Ils sont délivrés des horreurs de l’ilotisme, mais ils ne 
connaissent pas les plaisirs de la liberté.”61 
His idea of civilization can be best understood through his judgment on 
African cultural traits. In his book, he sympathetically described the popular 
festivities, funeral customs, gender relationships, and family life in Haiti, into 
which African cultures penetrated. However, he did not appreciate the popular 
culture of Haiti. He attributed the supposedly inferior characteristics of “the Black 
race” found in Haitians to the corrupting influences of slavery, and he included 
African cultural elements among those that would be extinguished by true 
emancipation and education. Observing African religious customs, he said, “Il n’y 
a pas plus à s’étonner que des nègres aient gardé ces pratiques des temps barbares 
ou y soient retournés, qu’on ne le serait de voir un enfant parisien jeté au milieu 
des bois y devenir sauvage.”62 
On these points, Schœlcher diverged from his Haitian informant, Dumesle. 
Being part of the first generation of Haitian writers, Dumesle aspired to create 
autonomous Haitian culture, breaking free from French influences. He was also 
sceptical of the so-called civilizing power of commerce that Schœlcher endorsed, 
as foreign merchants in Haiti monopolized national commerce in alliance with the 
Haitian urban élites, whose wealth relied on customs duties. Schœlcher could not 
recognize that what he denounced as remnants of slavery was part of the culture 
the Black masses fashioned for their autonomy. He had a one-track definition of 
civilization, deviation from which he deemed degeneration or retreat into nature. 
In his conviction that French culture represented the best of civilization, Schœlcher 
unintendedly agreed with Haiti’s “Mulatto” ruling élite, who upheld its republic as 
an icon of Black dignity but abhorred African customs in favour of French culture. 
60 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, pp. 323-324.
61 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 263.
62 Schœlcher, Colonies étrangères et Haïti, vol. 2, p. 196.
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After the publication of his book on Haiti, Schœlcher closely followed 
news of Haiti, exchanged letters with his Haitian correspondents, and collected 
sources about the country. However, unlike Bissette, for whom Haiti was still a 
land of Black pride and hope, Schœlcher—now regarded as a supreme specialist 
on Haiti—did not use the country to promote the antislavery campaign. On the 
contrary, he tried to weaken the power of proslavery polemics by reducing the 
importance of Haiti in abolitionism. He insisted that French abolitionists should 
not be afraid to mention the failure of Haiti. Schœlcher had to argue with colonial 
delegates, who never ceased to abuse his book on Haiti for denigrating the cause 
of emancipation. Confronting this tactics, he grimly acknowledged that “we do 
not want to defend Haiti.” He claimed that it should not be considered a failure of 
emancipation but simply a particular case resulting from a local situation.63 
Thus, Haiti was no longer important for him as the testing ground for 
emancipation. Instead, the vital lesson it provided was what he deemed a 
failure of liberty. From his disappointment over Haiti, he determined the crucial 
conditions for postemancipation society, which would contribute to confirming 
his emancipation project. By observing Haiti’s dictatorship, he perceived that the 
legacies of slavery were too heavy to be swiftly lifted. Because slavery had de-
civilized both masters and enslaved, liberty had to first civilize them. For this 
purpose, political rights were indispensable to cultivating a new culture of liberty. 
Moreover, following his Haitian experience, he adopted the motto that ignorance 
is an instrument of tyranny. He, thus, included compulsory education for both 
children and adults in his 1848 emancipation plan. 
1848: The Moment of Emancipation
When the Second Republic was declared in 1848, Schœlcher was traveling to 
Senegal to gather information about indigenous systems of slavery in Africa. 
As soon as he arrived in Paris on March 3, he rushed to meet his republican 
acquaintance François Arago, Minister of the Navy and Colonies in the Provisional 
Government. It was a critical moment because Arago had already met delegates 
from the colonies and given directions to hand over the issue of emancipation to 
the Constituent Assembly. Was emancipation to be postponed once again, as it 
had been for decades? Schœlcher warned that another delay would cause a repeat 
of Saint-Domingue. Persuaded by him, Arago set up the Commission for the 
Abolition of Slavery, and appointed Schœlcher as the Commission’s chair and the 
undersecretary of state for the Ministry of the Navy and Colonies. From March to 
July 1848, Schœlcher presided over the Commission and played a principal role 
in drafting the decree of emancipation.64 
63 La Réforme, May 4, 1847.
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At this decisive moment, memories of the first emancipation were forcefully 
resurrected on both sides of the Atlantic. According to Keith Baker and Dan 
Edelstein, revolutionaries were always self-conscious of previous revolutions, 
which offered frameworks to define their own actions, and they tried to adapt 
or revise this “revolutionary script.” If the revolutionaries of 1848 tried to 
rewrite the “revolutionary script” of the French Revolution, there was also the 
“antislavery script,” which every party involved in the second emancipation 
had to contemplate.65 For Schœlcher, emancipation in 1848 had to both revive 
the republican tradition of the French Revolution and avoid another Haitian 
Revolution. The memories of the French and Haitian Revolutions underlay every 
session of the Commission.
The most pressing issue for the Commission to resolve was whether 
emancipation would be immediately declared or postponed.66 Desperate lobby 
groups from the colonies and port cities concentrated their efforts on deferring 
the decision till the election of the Constituent Assembly. Buying time had been 
their favourite tactic since the July Monarchy. Every day, their delegates and 
petitions arrived to intervene in the Commission’s sessions. However, as its chair, 
Schœlcher was adamant that emancipation should be immediately decreed and 
implemented without any intermediary term. 
Here, both parties grounded their arguments in historical memories of Saint-
Domingue, but in entirely different ways. The colonial lobby group argued that 
hasty and unprepared emancipation would lead to another Saint-Domingue. 
Schœlcher’s answer was: 
 
Quant à Saint-Domingue, que l’on s’est banalement accoutumé à invoquer contre 
l’émancipation, ce ne fut la liberté qui l’ensanglanta, mais bien les résistances 
aveugles des colons. Les massacres de Saint-Domingue attribués à l’émancipation 
sont une calomnie contre la liberté, dont l’histoire a depuis longtemps fait justice.67 
Schœlcher, himself, cited Saint-Domingue to warn still-hesitant members of the 
Commission that immediate emancipation was the only way to avoid another 
disaster. He argued that the enslaved would naturally expect emancipation from 
the French Republic following the precedent set by the first emancipation in 
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1794. In writing the abolition decree, he accentuated that emancipation should be 
immediate and universal: 
 
Plus d’ajournement que le temps rigoureusement nécessaire pour accomplir partout, 
simultanément et avec ordre, cet acte suprême. Plus d’accommodement possible 
avec la servitude; tout accommodement, comme tout mensonge, soulèverait les 
nègres et mettrait en péril l’existence même des colonies. Saint-Domingue est là 
pour nous dire ce que l’on gagne à marchander, à des hommes qui veulent être 
libres, leur droit à la liberté.68
Since the last regime, he had repeatedly attributed the loss of Saint-Domingue not 
to emancipation but to Napoleon’s disastrous decision to revoke it. In this regard, 
he redefined the history of slave revolts, epitomized by the Haitian Revolution, 
not as a troublesome issue but, rather, a force to be seriously considered in the 
Commission’s decision-making. Was this merely rhetoric to press the immediate 
abolition of slavery? Posing a similar question, Laurent Dubois says: “It was, I 
would argue, his knowledge of the current situation in the French Caribbean, as 
well as the region’s history, that enabled him to understand the enslaved would 
make a connection between the Republic and emancipation—a connection rooted 
in the history of the 1790s—and that deferring abolition in this context was a 
danger.”69 In 1849, defending his support for immediate emancipation, Schœlcher 
wrote: 
 
car c’est notre convition profonde et raisonnée, il y avait mille fois plus de danger à 
différer l’abolition qu’à la donner. Les colonies ont été sauvées par l’émancipation. 
Ce n’est point ici l’ardeur d’un théoricien qui m’entraîne, c’est l’expérience des 
faits, des hommes et des choses. La liberté quand son jour est venu, est comme la 
vapeur, elle a une force d’expansion indéfinie, elle renverse et brise ce qui lui fait 
obstacle.70
Thus, rather than merely rhetoric, Schœlcher’s concern that another delay would 
lead to a repeat of Saint-Domingue was founded on his knowledge of revolutionary 
history in the Antilles. It is supported by the studies of enslaved people’s political 
culture. According to Silyane Larcher, the revolutionary experiences induced them 
to empirically combine the republic with emancipation. Thus, the enslaved had 
“already become republicans” in their own way even before 1848. They thought 
it unimaginable that the proclamation of the Republic would not accompany the 
abolition of slavery.71
As a result, on the other side of the Atlantic, Schœlcher’s prediction was 
about to be realized by the enslaved. As news of the February Revolution arrived 
68 “Premier rapport fait au Ministre de la marine et des colonies par la commission d’émancipation,” in 
Procès-verbaux, p. 304.
69 Dubois, “Road to 1848,” pp. 156-157.
70 Victor Schœlcher, La vérité aux ouvriers et aux cultivateurs de La Martinique (1849), reprinted in 
Esclavage et civilisation, p. 156.
71 Silyane Larcher, L’autre citoyen : L’idéal républicain et les Antilles après l’esclavage (Paris: Armand 
Colin, 2014), p. 124.
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in late March, Caribbean colonies were thrown into disturbance. Not only the 
enslaved but also planters had little doubt that emancipation would be one of 
the new republic’s first acts. Would history be repeated? Whites feared that the 
bloodshed of Saint-Domingue would be reenacted. The enslaved confronted their 
masters and managers with the conviction they had already been freed by the 
new-born republic.72 In Martinique, a large-scale revolt broke out on May 22; 
pressed by frightened planters, the governor proclaimed emancipation on May 23, 
followed by the same decision in Guadeloupe on May 27. By the arrival of the 
commissioners of the Second Republic carrying the April 27 emancipation decree, 
slavery had already been abolished in the Petites Antilles. Thus, the two-month 
delay between the proclamation and the implementation of the emancipation 
decree, with which Schœlcher had grudgingly agreed, was nullified by the 
intervention of the enslaved.73 
Another radical element in Schœlcher’s emancipation agenda was giving 
full citizenship to the formerly enslaved and people of colour. As the greatest 
achievement of the Second Republic was universal (male) suffrage, he insisted 
that the same right must be extended to the colonies, with freed men entitled to 
immediately exercise their right from the very next election. Universal suffrage in 
the colonies and colonial representation in the parliament were central to his vision 
of colonial assimilationism. For Schœlcher, this was not just a matter of republican 
principles but, rather, derived from his conviction that political participation was 
a powerful force for education and social cohesion. With the same passion with 
which he repudiated any intermediary term before abolishing slavery, he rejected 
the prevalent idea that freed people required political education before acquiring 
political rights. For him, “The political life can be learned only by the exercise of 
political rights.”74
He was opposed by most members of the Commission over this issue. Not 
only colonial lobby groups but also liberal abolitionists were against this project. 
The most heated debate took place between Schœlcher and Isambert when the 
latter visited the Commission. Isambert considered Schœlcher’s idea of colonial 
representation to be “excessive radicalism.”
Le citoyen Isambert objecte que la classe affranchie n’aura pas encore d’éducation 
politique; il ne pourrait concevoir qu’on assimilât au peuple français des hommes 
qui étaient hier dans l’esclavage; ne serait-il pas à craindre, qu’en raison de leur 
situation nouvelle, ils ne missent de côté les blancs et les mulâtres de toutes nuances, 
et qu’en raison de leur nombre ils ne voulussent s’emparer du gouvernement des 
colonies ? L’exemple d’Haïti est là pour le prouver.75
72 See the diary of Pierre Dessalles, a sugar planter of Martinique, published in Léo Élisabeth and Henri de 
Frémont, eds., La vie d’un colon à la Martinique au XIXe siècle (Courbevoie: Frémont, 1986), vol. 4, pp. 
25-44.
73 The Commission approved the claim of the planters that the implementation of emancipation should be 
deferred until the end of the harvest of sugar cane. 
74 Schœlcher, Esclavage et civilisation, p. 177.
75 Procès-verbaux, p. 72.
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Schœlcher refuted this argument, responding that “the Haitian anarchy comes from 
particular causes, a racial rivalry which seperates blacks and mulattoes.”76 Despite 
all the objections, Schœlcher held fast to his original plan and successfully secured 
its inclusion in the abolitionist decree. Later, he would plunge into the heated 
electoral campaign for the parliamentary seats of Martinique and Guadeloupe. 
Why did Schœlcher so steadfastly advocate political rights for those in 
the colonies? While most abolitionists of the time embraced the principle of 
emancipation, they could not imagine immediately bestowing political rights 
on freed people. At that time, universal suffrage was deemed a very radical 
experiment, even in Europe. On the contrary, Schœlcher firmly believed that only 
active political participation could re-civilize the formerly enslaved and prevent 
the postemancipation society from falling into another example of tyranny. 
Though he did not formally attribute this radical republicanism to his knowledge 
of Haiti’s history, there is a distinct echo of his reflections on the Republic of Haiti. 
As seen here, Schœlcher could utilize the Haitian Revolution to push the 
immediate abolition of slavery even if the Republic of Haiti was often used as a 
counterexample to his emancipation project. It is unsurprising that few references 
to Haiti can be found in his discussion on how to build a postemancipation 
society: Haiti was only raised in the debate as a case of failed emancipation, 
casting a grim shadow over the entire process. Whereas his opponents still raised 
the “massacres of Haiti” or “misfortunes of Haiti,” Schœlcher rarely mentioned 
Haiti, except when retorting against them. As seen in his dispute with Isambert, 
he tried to prevent his opponents from drawing any generalized arguments about 
people of African descent from the case of Haiti. He repeatedly emphasized that 
Haiti was a special case: it was not emancipation but local situations, particularly 
colour relationships, that undermined the promise of Haiti at the moment of 
independence. There had been a time when French antislavery advocates hoped 
that Haiti would be an example of what the freedom of enslaved people could look 
like.77 However, in 1848, when France celebrated the final accomplishment of the 
grand task launched by the French Revolution, the “liberator” looked upon Haiti 
only as a lesson learned from failure.
The window of opportunity opened by the February Revolution was soon 
closed. Faced by the rise of the working class and socialists, the Second Republic 
turned toward conservatism. Instead of “Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity,” the 
republic imposed a different motto on the colonies: “Order, Property, and Work.” 
In the electoral campaign in the Antilles, the “liberator” himself persistently 
preached about the duty of new citizens: “Travaillez, vous que la patrie admet 
au rang de ses fils; c’est par le travail que vous conquerrez l’estime de vos 
concitoyens d’Europe.”78 While Schœlcher lived in exile, Napoléon III undid the 
Second Republic’s achievements in the Antilles, except the abolition of slavery 
76 Procès-verbaux, p. 72.
77 See Yun Kyoung Kwon, “When Parisian Liberals Spoke for Haiti: French Antislavery Discourses on Haiti 
under the Restoration, 1814–30,” Atlantic Studies: Global Currents, vol. 8, no. 3 (2011), pp.317-341.
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itself. Even the emperor could not revoke emancipation, as his uncle had done 
before.
Conclusion
In Silencing the Past, published in 1995, Trouillot asks, “How does one write a 
history of the impossible?”79 How can we reconstruct the historical significance of 
the Haitian Revolution if it was silenced in both archives and historical writings? 
Since then, many scholars have endeavoured to articulate what was unspoken, 
trivialized, and silenced. Moreover, such attempts were interlinked with a new 
intellectual effort for reformulating universality or modernity by integrating 
Haitian (and Caribbean) experiences.80
In this article, I tried to contribute to this collective effort by excavating the 
transatlantic exchanges, both visible and invisible, embedded in Schœlcher’s 
project for emancipation. Scholars have asked what made Schœlcher exceptional, 
different from his hesitant and moderate antislavery peers. If his abolitionism was 
formed at the confluence of many ideas and events, I attempted to expose a hitherto 
unacknowledged element in the making of the republican abolitionist. Prior 
historiography often contends that he inherited his universalism and commitment 
to equal human rights from the tradition of the Enlightenment and the French 
Revolution. However, for Schœlcher, that tradition was readjusted and expanded 
by the intervention of the enslaved of Saint-Domingue. In fact, his dialogue 
with Haiti, past and present, was somewhat forced upon him. Regardless of his 
willingness, he was incessantly confronted by the spectres of Saint-Domingue 
because other players—abolitionists, planters, free people of colour, the enslaved, 
and colonial officials—were all preoccupied with them. In his era, the process 
of “Silencing the Haitian Revolution” did not mean the absence or repression of 
discourse about Haiti. As Myriam Cottias notes, “Until 1848, Saint-Domingue is 
an omnipresent reference in the abolitionist texts.”81
Here, Schœlcher’s merit lays in reversing the proslavery strategy and 
transforming the Haitian Revolution into evidence for emancipation. The Haitian 
Revolution assured him of the pressing necessity for immediate abolition of slavery, 
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underlying his firm belief in Blacks’ equal capability and their right to act as a 
people. He did not simply condone the Haitian Revolution, like other abolitionists, 
but even admired it as the embodiment of revolutionary republicanism. On the 
other hand, his observation of the Republic of Haiti induced him to speculate 
on the nature of the social relations and practices of liberty after emancipation. 
Schœlcher differed from other abolitionists in that he did not subordinate the 
political freedom of the formerly enslaved to the economic imperative of the 
colonies. Rather, his observation of Haiti informed him why political liberty had 
to be prioritized. He considered political freedom and economic prosperity to be 
inseparably intertwined, because political participation had a civilizing power and 
only intelligent people could understand the joy of labour. 
Yet when Schœlcher observed Haiti after independence, his republican 
universalism was difficult to reconcile with the agency of the colonized, 
betraying its entanglement with colonial discourse. Despite his concerns for the 
socioeconomic welfare of the formerly enslaved, he could envision only one 
way to regenerate the colonial economy, transforming them into wage earners 
with regular working hours, good discipline, and respect for private property. 
This would collide with what the freed people of Haiti defined as liberty from 
their own lived experiences under slavery. Haiti prefigured this conflict, which 
would unfold in most postemancipation societies. When the people of the Antilles 
after emancipation did not live up to the expectation of French policy makers, 
their entitlement to liberty would be questioned just as European observers had 
questioned that of Haitians. Thus, the contradictions Schœlcher would show in 
implementing emancipation in the Antilles can be better understood in light of 
his evaluation of the situation of Haiti. Ultimately, Schœlcher believed in the 
capability of the people of African descent to become French, but was not ready 
to accept their own definition of liberty as it did not coincide with his vision of the 
civilizing mission. Rather than the Haitian Revolution, the postcolonial conditions 
of Haiti were closer to being “unthinkable,” even for someone like Schœlcher. 
How he understood the history of Haiti can be best seen in his lifetime 
obsession with Toussaint Louverture. In 1889, he published his last masterpiece, 
Vie de Toussaint Louverture, celebrating the centenary of the French Revolution.82 
For him, Louverture was the very incarnation of revolutionary republicanism: a 
member of the formerly enslaved baptized by the French Revolution who led 
the struggle to destroy slavery and defend the French Republic. This drama of 
an enslaved person redeemed by the Revolution and fighting for the Republic 
represented a utopia of republican colonialism that Schœlcher was never able to 
abandon.83 The entire history of the Haitian Revolution was condensed in this icon 
and what happened after 1804 became an appendix to the saga of Louverture. 
Although antislavery had by then become an excuse for French expansion in 
Africa, Schœlcher adhered to his 1848 vision of republican emancipation till the 
last days of his life. 
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Therefore, Schœlcher’s relationship with Haiti is characterized by ambiguities 
and contradictions. Despite all his tributes to the self-liberated enslaved of Saint-
Domingue, he ultimately contributed to the process of “Silencing the Haitian 
Revolution.” Against the demonic images of the Haitian Revolution produced by 
the proslavery party, he tried to legitimize the colonial revolution in the French 
antislavery debate. In the process, however, he banalized and particularized the 
history of Haiti after independence, and dismissed it from the grand narrative 
of emancipation and liberty. Only the legend of Toussaint Louverture survived. 
Hence, silence was an overall outcome of the multiple strategies Schœlcher chose 
to “think” the Haitian Revolution and Haiti rather than a result of “unthinkability.”
This process, in which recognition overlaps with denial, indicates the 
complex nature of silence that Sybille Fischer examines in her review of Buck-
Morss’s “Hegel and Haiti.” Fischer points out that while the Haitian Revolution 
might affect Hegel’s dialectics of “master and slave,” he also reverted to silence 
when the revolution reached its climax. Yet Hegel’s silence is “an ambivalent, 
pregnant, and meaningful silence,” in which we can grasp how Western universals 
were conceived through the disavowal of the agency of the enslaved.84 This is 
Fischer’s model for conceptualizing “disavowed modernity,” which can illuminate 
Schœlcher’s approach to the Haitian Revolution and Haiti after 1804. Disavowing 
the Haitian Revolution and Haiti, French élites’ grand narrative of liberty 
(mission libératrice of the French Republic) would eventually seize hegemony. 
However, the profound challenges Haiti provoked did not fail to leave “the gaps 
and silences in hegemonic concepts of modernity.”85 Examining those traces of 
disavowal within Schœlcher’s abolitionism, in which acknowledgement coexists 
with negation, was my way of approaching the silence surrounding the Haitian 
Revolution.
Finally, despite all the limits of the 1848 emancipation project, there appears 
to have been an invisible and unintended, yet significant, dialogue between the 
metropolitan policy-maker and the enslaved in the colonies, which Tomich defines 
as “the zones of engagement formed through the interaction of Schœlcher and 
the slaves.”86 The enslaved of the Antilles, past and present, affected Schœlcher’s 
emancipation project by making him ponder the Haitian Revolution and Haiti, and 
the ways in which the enslaved interpreted their memories of the revolution. Tomich 
says, “These zones—thick with diverse conceptions, varied voices and silences, 
thinking and unthinking, incongruities, acts, and unintended consequences that at 
times converge and at times diverge, but only rarely coincide—are the spaces of 
politics and history.”87 The spring of 1848 was a rare moment when their actions 
coincided on both sides of the Atlantic. Such coincidence, I suggest, owed much 
to the legacies of the Haitian Revolution. 
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